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White Valentine

 

A WOW romance


For Kris Kathryn Rusch, 

with my thanks

 

 

NICK LEANED ON THE STEERING WHEEL, squinting hard through the quickly freezing windshield. Two rows of copy-paste bungalows dwindled away in a perfect one-point perspective, marked by the phantom glows of receding streetlights. Falling snow blurred the edges of the houses like a fuzzy picture on an old TV set. 

A hostile wind blew through cracks and cavities, its teasing whistle putting a lie to the hermetic bubble his 2017 Volvo should be. Cold was also creeping in, making Nick regret the warm duffel coat he had left at home. His thin grey Takay nylon vest was no more than a fashion statement. 

He felt as tired and cold as the earth under the pavement. He loved the winter and snow, but only inside his fantasy novels.

His starched shirt pulled and stretched across his shoulders, his belt divided his body painfully into two unrelated parts. His feet were sore, despite the Superior Shoes vendor’s assurance that his new ankle boots would “loosen up” quickly. 

Lying on the passenger seat, the pink, heart-shaped chocolate box and the grocery store rose bouquet seemed to mock him. The yellow roses had many petals and no scent. Even if Nick bent close, he could only inhale the oily and rubbery new car smell. 

His empty stomach growled, as he had been too nervous to eat. He had tried to stave off hunger with mints, but the last one had dissolved on his tongue an hour ago.

For a moment, Nick was tempted to roll into a tight ball under the emergency quilt, the snow falling over his metal burrow, sleeping like some innocent animal until the next spring… forgetting all about this ill-fated date. He was a computer geek, not James Bond. 

The gushy female voice of the GPS had insisted he had the wrong address. Nick had parked at the curb of the nameless copy-paste neighborhood to check on a five-year old paper map. As puffy flakes lined the wipers, slowly building upward, Nick realized that, in his eagerness, he had mixed up East and West Avenue. 

When he inserted the key in the ignition, the six-cylinder engine did not roar to life. The sub-par battery had died, leaving him stranded. 

And soon to be late, unforgettably late. The house numbers were in the unforgiving four-digit range. No way he could walk that distance as flimsily dressed as he was.

Nick looked at his Blackberry, wondering how long the AAA service he had called would take to reach him. A brand-new car, two months off the lot! There would be  hell to pay, by someone else. He waited, the storm whispering and laughing around him. 

By now, the snow palisade obscured the entire windshield.

YOU’RE A NERVOUS WRECK, Dell told herself.

She was fretting and walking in tight circles around the clutter of furniture in her pocket-sized living room. 

The clock ticked off the minutes, and no Nick Glass had appeared. She surveyed the two-room apartment, the best she could afford in this uppity part of the city. Scrubbed hardwood floors, counters and tidy dinner table, cutlery gleaming. No lingering, neglected vegetable odor. Her vegetable drawers regularly turned into moldering crypts. 

The agency No Lover Left Behind had matched Dell with a male of her appropriate age and inclinations. Inclinations here meaning not too shabby, not too shiny. 

The agency counselor, sporting three layers of eye make-up, had made her complete a questionnaire. The sparkling offices of the agency, and the hefty fee, had intimidated Dell. 

“It’s our Valentine Special”, the woman (with some cloned-syllable name like Mimi or Lily) had said, juggling a toothpick between yellowing teeth. 

Dell had signed her full name, her hand shaking, as if the entering a contract with the devil. 

“De-li-lah,” the cloned-syllable-named counselor had said. “Like in that Tom Jones song.”

That the counselor even mentioned the singer betrayed her ripe age. Maybe the same age as her mother, who had been a Tom Jones groupie when she named her first daughter. 
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